During the past decades, service sector has been known as an important player in the world economy. Considering the significant role of services in the hospitality industry, this research assesses the service quality gaps based on expectations and perceptions of customers in a four-star hotel in Isfahan as the major tourism focal point in Iran. For this purpose, service quality gaps have been measured and studied through correlation analysis based on a comprehensive set of service quality dimensions. The findings imply that almost all of the service quality gaps are positive and "price" as a service quality dimension has the highest positive value. "Communication" also has the highest correlation with other service quality dimensions.
Introduction
Service quality is crucial to the success of any service organization. Since customers participate in delivery and consumption of services, they interact closely with various aspects of organizations. This knowledge gives them the opportunity to assess critically the services provided in organizations (Kandampully, 2000) . Customers will assess service quality by comparing services they received with their desired services. Hence, service quality plays a critical role in adding value to the overall service experience (Lau et al, 2005) .
During the past decades, the tourism industry has become one of the most important players of economies worldwide. This important industry has many infrastructures and service institutions in its category among which the most important infrastructure is the hotel industry. In this respect, customer satisfaction is a definite need for service organization improvement and therefore, maintaining and measuring customer satisfaction, as one of the most important aspects of quality improvement is a basic need of organizations. King (1995) mentioned that hospitality as a commercial activity is a special kind of relationship between service providers and customers. In this relationship, the host understands the needs and wants of the customer and gives pleasure to the customers in order that they enhance their needs and feel comfortable. The hospitality industry simply cannot survive without delivering satisfied quality of their services. Based on academic literature, Wuest (2001) reported similar impacts of service quality in tourism, hospitality, and leisure businesses which were improving guest convenience; enhancing service provider's image; ensuring customer security; generating traffic linking to profits, saving costs, and higher market share; and establishing a competitive edge, and customer demand.
For the attempts of the hospitality industry to attain service quality as sustainable competitive advantage, researchers affirmed that hospitality organizations are actively receptive to service quality initiatives, such as the British Standards Institute, the European Quality Award, the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award, and the Edwards Deming prize. In addition, the hospitality organizations pay close attention to raising service quality through investment in human resources development (Narangajavana, 2007) .
In this paper, the hospitality industry and in particular the hotel sector is undertaken for correlation analysis of service quality gaps. It is important to note that while the literature review denotes that a large and relatively similar work has been done on the SERVQUAL approach and the correlation analysis of the dimensions values, there seems a lack of work on the correlation analysis of service quality gaps. Therefore in the following, the literature is reviewed on the subject of service quality, its dimensions and gaps. Then, the new methodology is described and a four-star hotel in Isfahan as the major zone of tourism in Iran is undertaken as a sample for analysis. A comprehensive set of service quality dimensions (SQDs) which encompasses all the aspect of delivered services is used for analysis. The correlation and gap analysis is used to find the interrelationships amongst SQDs and to prioritize the addressed dimensions. Finally, the results are analyzed, discussed and major conclusions are presented.
Literature review
A service is an activity or series of activities of more or less intangible nature that normally, but not necessarily, take place in interactions between customers and service employees and/or physical resources or goods and/or systems of the service provider, which are provided as solutions to customer problems (Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2000) . The subject of service quality is wide and varied. The theory has been greatly developed by many researchers. During the past decades, many scholars have recognized and investigated the subject of service quality. In numerous service quality resources, conceptualization, measurement, implementation, and management of service quality have been studied. The concept of service quality was established after there had been a growing interest in the quality of goods served. Garvin (1988) was among first scholars who examined the quality concepts to cover both goods and services. He explained perceived quality as the subjective perception of quality through indirect measures of quality comparison. Christopher (1994) introduced perceived service quality as a result of comparing the real experience with the expectation of a customer before consuming the service. Based on the perceived service quality concept, Parasuraman et al. (1985) applied premises from other previous studies to form their model of service quality gaps. The ideas included a consumer had difficulty in evaluating service quality rather than goods quality, that a perception of service quality was developed from a comparison of consumer expectation with actual service performance; also quality evaluation involved the evaluation of both the process and outcome of service delivery. Therefore, service quality gap denotes the gap between customer's expectations (E) or what the service should provide and the customer's perception (P) of what the service actually provides (Shahin, 2006) :
In the conceptual model of Parasuraman et al. (1985) , 10 quality dimensions were introduced which included reliability, responsiveness, competence, access, courtesy, communication, creditability, security, understanding/knowing the customer, and tangibles. Parasuraman et al. (1988) developed a multiple-item scale (SERVQUAL) for measuring service quality and simplified the 10 dimensions of service quality to five dimensions as tangible, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. In this paper, a comprehensive set of 12 SQDs is considered for the study as addressed in Table 1. While Parasuraman et al. (1988) identified five gaps that can result in unsuccessful service delivery, the majority of literature has focused on the fifth gap, which is the difference between customer's expectation and perception of service quality. The studies are not limited to five gaps as Luk and Layton (2002) and Shahin et al. (2006) addressed more gaps.
The outcomes of studies on service quality addressed several contributions to dimensional structure of service quality in the hospitality industry. These studies have argued that in the hotel sector, some of quality dimensions are different from the five dimensions described by the original SERVQUAL researchers. Akan (1995) developed a questionnaire adapted from the SERVQUAL instrument and investigated the application of the SERVQUAL instrument in an international environment. Akan aimed to examine the dimensions of the SERVQUAL and measure the level of importance of the dimensions for the users of four and five star hotels in Turkey. He identified seven dimensions including courtesy and competence of the personnel, communication and transactions, tangibles, knowing and understanding the customer, accuracy and speed of service, solutions to problems, and accuracy of hotel reservations among which, courtesy and competence of hotel personnel were the most significant dimensions influencing the perception of quality. Enz and Siguaw (2000) examined the best practices in service quality among the US hospitality industry. Only a small number of hotel operations focused specifically on service excellence, which they did extremely well for one or more service issues; creating a service culture; building an empowered service-delivery system; facilitating a customer listening orientation; and developing responsive service guarantees.
In the field of hospitality, the measurement of service quality was derived from the concept and studies of service quality experts. A number of studies applied or modified the SERVQUAL instrument to measure service quality in the hospitality industry. Several specific instruments were developed based on the SERVQUAL approach. Lee and Hing (1995) supported the SERVQUAL application in measuring service quality because it was relatively simple and inexpensive; provided benefits to entrepreneurs for developing better tailored marketing; and was comparable in tracking the service quality of different firms in the same business sector.
The study of Saleh and Ryan (1992) attempted to apply the SERVQUAL approach within the hospitality industry. Initially, assuming the same five dimensions of the developers, the result of their study however showed a somewhat different construct from the original approach of the SERVQUAL. The factor analysis of the study combined tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, and assurance dimensions of the original approach into "conviviality", the first factor of Saleh and Ryan's study, which explained roughly 63% and the remaining four factors (tangibles, reassurance, avoid sarcasm, and empathy) accounted for another 16%. They justified that different constructs might occur when using a 5-point scale instead of a 7-point scale as in the original research, and the invalidity of questions concerning tangibles. Mei et al. (1999) examined the dimensions of service quality in hotel industry in Australia. They used the SERVQUAL approach as a foundation and developed a new scale called HOLSERV scale as a new instrument to measure service quality in the hotel industry. They concluded that service quality could be represented by three dimensions in the hotel industry as employees, tangibles, and reliability. Fick and Ritchie (1991) examined the SERVQUAL approach and its management implications in four major sectors of travel and tourism industry, i.e. airline, hotel, restaurant, and ski area services. They found that the most important expectations concerning service are reliability and assurance for all of the four sectors.
As it was emphasized earlier and is clear from the literature review, while there a large and relatively similar published work exists on the SERVQUAL approach and the correlation analysis of the dimensions values, there seems a lack of work on the correlation analysis of service quality gaps.
Research methodology
Hotels play a vital role in improving tourism in Iran and contribute to remarkable economic growth in historical cities such as Isfahan. A survey is developed and conducted in a four star hotel in Isfahan as the major tourism focal point in Iran.
The data is collected using 30 questions, based on the second level of SQDs in Table 1 , which are submitted to customers in order to measure their perceptions and expectations. Therefore, customers are asked to response to totally 60 questions. Customers are also asked to fill the questionnaire using a five point Likert scale (1 as very low, 2 as low, 3 as moderate, 4 as high and 5 as very high).
As it is addressed in Table 1 , the questionnaire includes four questions related to reliability, three questions to responsiveness, three questions to security and confidentiality, two questions to access and approachability, two questions to communication, two questions to understanding the customer, three questions to credibility, three questions to tangibles, two questions to courtesy, two questions to price, two questions to competence and two questions to flexibility.
Sample selection and data collection
Aseman Hotel is selected for the survey. The Aseman hotel is located in the heart of the historical city of Isfahan. It's only 20 minutes away from the Isfahan International Airport and 5 minutes away from the Isfahan city center. Hotel Building is a one block with 13 floors, each of which has at least two guests elevators for optimum convenience. Aseman Hotel offers 90 rooms with five single, 30 double and twin, 35 triple, 15 standard suites and four royal suites and one suit conference.
The sample of the survey includes 38 customers of the hotel. Table 2 addresses the demographic characteristics of the sample of customers. As it is clear, majority of the sample of respondents contains young people (71.1% less than 35 years old). In this category, 15.8% of respondents are between 15 and 25 years old and 55.3% are between 25 and 35 years old. 68.4% of customers are men and 31.6% are women. Most of the customers (50%) have bachelor degree and 74.4% earn more than five million Rials per month. 31.6% of respondents are single, while 68.4% of them are married. 32% of respondents have experienced the hotel more than two times.
Findings and discussion
The values in Table 3 denote the gaps of SQDs and as it is depicted, all of the values are positive. These positive values indicate that the delivered service performance is lower than customers' expectations. The "Price" gap has the highest positive value amongst the SQDs. The lowest positive value is also related to creditability. The reliability of data is calculated by the Cronbach's Alpha with the value of 0.833 which is satisfactory.
The Pearson correlation test is also performed on the data and the results are presented in Table 4 . As it is shown www.ccsenet.org/ibr in Table 4 , while there are correlations amongst a number of the SQDs, the significant correlations are just related to a few of the dimensions.
The 1 to 12 codes on the first row of the Table, refer to SQDs which are represented on the second column. With the same order, as it is illustrated, communication has the highest correlation with other SQDs. Also, there are significant correlations among other service dimensions including flexibility, competence, responsiveness, understanding the customers, tangibles, courtesy and creditability. The SQDs which do not have significant correlations are reliability, security and confidentiality, access and approachability and price. If we assume that values higher than 0.5 denote a relatively strong correlation, then it is argued that the highest correlation value of 0.60 is also referred to communication and courtesy.
As it was addressed in Table 3 , some of the standard deviations were relatively high. For example, the value of standard deviation of "price" dimension is almost 1 which is very high. It is important to note that the gaps can have a maximum value of 4, and therefore, the gap value of this dimension (i.e. 1.1447) should be considered with more care.
The advantage of this research, comparing to the literature (e.g. Akan, 1995 and Mei, 1999 ) is in undertaking correlations amongst service quality gaps. The proposed approach could be used in any service organization and it is believed that the findings could provide great competitive advantage to hotel managers who try to improve their customer satisfaction.
However, regarding the fact that there are some correlations amongst service quality gaps in this research, it is likely to have correlations amongst SQDs, similar to what is apparent in the literature. Similar to the investigation of Saleh and Ryan (1992) , the proposed approach of this paper could be developed for factor analysis in order to reduce the number of dimensions and recategorize them. The difference would be that Saleh and Ryan made the factor analysis on the dimensions values and the new approach suggests the analysis to be made on the gaps values.
Another important subject, which is necessary to explain is that the 12 dimensions used in this study seems comprehensive compared to other studies addressed in the literature as it encompasses almost all the dimensions used by other researchers.
The gap analysis is critical and valuable from the view point of the hotel managers because it is a useful tool for them to identify the service problems or service fail points. It is recommended to the hotel mangers to carry the proposed anlysis regularly so that they can understand more about the customers' evaluation process, and thus meet customers' expectations more consistently.
Another managerial implication includes the need for the hotel to develop human resource management strategies to train employees to become more skilled in their job, have excellent communication skills, being courteous, friendly and competent to meet customers' need. This aspect of the study is compatible with the Nadiri and Hussain (2005) investigation. Considering the correlation of the gap of tangibles with other gaps, it is suggested to the hotel managers to invest in hotel decor including appearance, tools and equipment used to provide service and physical facilities. This is in consistence with the findings of Wong et al. (1999) and Lau et al. (2005) . As underlined by Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) , in the hospitality industry where customers visit the establishment to receive the services, the tangibles should be overemphasized.
Conclusions
In this paper, service quality gaps were examined using correlation analysis. A comprehensive set of SQDs which encompasses almost all of the aspect of delivered services was used for analysis. The findings imply that all of the service quality gaps were positive and price as a service quality dimension had the highest positive value. Communication had also the highest correlation with courtesy. In addition, this dimension had the most interrelationships with other SQDs including responsiveness, creditability, courtesy and flexibility.
Compared to other studies, this paper also has some limitations. Although the set of SQDs used in this research seems comprehensive, it is costly and time consuming due to the large number of questions it holds. As a suggestion, factor analysis prior to the correlation of gaps might be an effective solution. With respect to similar investigations which are survey based and conceptual, the same problems exist and sometimes the quality of data is questionable. For this purpose, increasing the sample size will increase the quality of the data.
In this study, it is assumed that all the gap values of SQDs dimensions have the same importance value. However, in real cases, their importance might not be equal. On the other hand, the results are limited to one hotel and cannot be expanded to other hotels and service providers of the hospitality industry. These two important issues provide good opportunities for further development of the subject in future studies.
In this paper, only the correlation analysis was made on the service quality gaps. The next subject of research that the authors are currently studying is the comparison between the results of correlation analysis of dimensions and the results of the correlation analysis of gaps. If the results become different, then it would mean that relying on only the results of the correlation analysis of dimensions values is risky and insufficient and service organizations should no longer utilize the simple traditional approaches commonly used in the literature. Table 1 . 12 service quality dimensions in two levels (Shahin, 2007) 
